6o                 THROUGH   LANDS   OF   THE   IHUI.K

A servant brought in a tray ol tea, English biscuits, oranges
and sweet limes.

We sat talking oi the Shins whom they, as Christians,
deplored as dangerous and fanatical persons, and they told
me of the physical moitilieation endured by the sect every
year during Muharram. The body-beaters, whit h we should
sec passing down the street that night, \\eie the commonest of
the flagellants. Every night for ten nights they would march
from one mosque to another, beating themsekcs. There
were others who scourged themselves on (he b,u k with
chains. The most savage, mortification was the head-cutting
which takes place on the morning ol the tenth day of
Muharram.

My host had seen this at Najaf and also m Baghdad. He
told me that all kinds of people look pail in it, but the Turco-
mans were the most violent peifouncrs, sometimes slashing
too hard and killing themselves. Thcie wcie several men in
the Government oitice in which ho \\oiked who occasionally
got a day's leave to join the head-cutting procession.

I asked my host to tell me how the head-euuin", is done,
He said that a band of men, who for days have been duelling
on the gory emotionalism they aie about to enjoy, would
gather at the mosque.

" In Karbala or Najaf," he said, " you can see these men
for days whispering to the swords which they taiiy about in
their arms, polishing and sharpening them/'

Arriving at the mosque, they form a circle and revolve
round a leader, working themselves into a state of emotional
excitement by uttering the names of AH, Hasan, and Husein,
until, suddenly, the leader gives a great cry ami brings
down his sword on his head. As soon as the others see the
blood they go mad. With cries and shouts ol " liuse.in! ",
"Alii", "Hasan!", they cut their head* until their white
robes are stained everywhere with blood.

They then go off together in twos and patadr: the town,
cutting and slashing until the blood falls in the gutter and spurts
on the walls of the houses, Spectators, hearing tine cries
and the sound of the swords on skulls, and seeing UK: streaming
blood, begin to cry and give the mourning wail, and sometimes
people who have nothing to do with the orgy lose all control,